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ABSTRACT 

In the last decade, unprecedented rates of job growth 
and improvements in adult education were accompanied by increased 
numbers of children living below the poverty line and a decline in 
real income for most families. There are several possible 
explanations: (1) a kind of job growth that produces disincentives 
for a significant number of people to invest in human capital; (2) an 
excessively narrow public and political definition of human capital 
and, therefore, less-than-opt imal human capital investments; and (3) 
the absence of a mutually reinforcing "mix" of institutions 
(policies) that would provide greater incentives for public and 
private human capital investments and produce a greater return on 
investments made. This paper suggests that narrow policy definitions 
of human capital (as educational attainment) and institutional change 
(as school reform) are barriers to necessary human capital 
production. Public policy education can contribute to human capital 
production by providing the relatively accessible audience of local 
educational policymakers with research findings and knowledge that 
counter prevailing misconceptions about effective public education. 
The policy education process also includes encouraging an approach 
that integrates education and local community and economic 
development efforts. Contains 30 references. (JAT) 
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HUMAN CAPITAL: THE ISSUES, ENABLERS 
AND BLOCKS IN INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE 



The past decade has produced almost unprecedented rates of job 
growth and improvements in adult education attainment. Yet, dur- 
ing the same decade those trends were joined by substantial in- 
creases in the number of children living below the poverty line and 
declining real income for a majority of families despite an increased 
number of generally better-educated workers per family. 

Insofar as the prevailing political definition of human capital is 
limited to educational attainment and/or job-acquired experience 
and training, the U.S. work force is improving as rapidly now as it 
did during the so-called golden years of the 1950s and 1960s (Pack- 
er). Indeed, human capital investments today exceed net annual in- 
vestments in plant and equipment (Vaughan, p. 2). On the surface it 
appears that stable or stagnant rates of productivity growth and de- 
clining real income for many workers must be the result of less effec- 
tive investments in knowledge, physical and human capital. r n the 
words of Packer, . . it is possible that schooling is less valuable 
today because the student body and the economy have changed 
much more quickly than the education and training system have 
adapted to these new realities" (Packer, p. 54). 

This paper will focus on several possible explanations: 1) a kind of 
job growth that is producing disincentives for a significant number of 
individuals and families to invest in human capital; 2) an excessively 
narrow public and political definition of human capital and, there- 
forf less-than-optimal human capital investments; and 3) the ab- 
sence of a mutually reinforcing "mix" of institutions (policies) that 
would provide greater incentives for public and private human cap- 
ital investments ai.d produce a greater return on investments made. 

The title assigned to this presentation specifies two objects of in- 
quiry: human capital and institutional change. The title also implies 
that society's needs for human capital are not being met and that in- 
stitutional change is necessary in order to satisfy that need. More of 
the same is not doing the job. 

But both human capital and institutional change are rather vague 
and abstract concepts, although, as operationally defined in policies, 
they have taken on excessively specific: and tangible meanings, e.g., 
human capital continues to be equated with number of years of 
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